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To my unbelievably strong and determined family –


Marmie, Dardie, Sandra, Lester, Ellington, Roy Jr and Cynthia.


My supportive guardian angels who have loved and protected me.


My golden children Aston and Alvina who have made me proud.


And my beloved and devoted husband Keith who is the wind beneath my wings.












Chapter One


What am I doing here? That thought didn’t cross my mind. Even though I’d never set foot in a proper theatre before, not even to sit in the audience, let alone walked out onto a vast black stage in London’s West End. The spotlights blazed down on me. As I stared out into the darkness of the auditorium, knowing an invisible audience was waiting to see what I was made of, joy and determination took charge of me.


The year was 1969. I was twenty years old and I had that inexplicable feeling my life was about to change for ever. I couldn’t predict where this path would lead. I couldn’t have imagined then that over fifty years later, men and women of a certain age would rush up to me with adoration in their eyes:


‘I love you, Floella. I’ve loved you ever since I first saw you on Play School.’


I couldn’t have dreamed that I’d one day be discussing government policy with my Play School babies – now government ministers, party leaders, prime ministers – in the Houses of Parliament.


At that moment all I knew was this: I was in the right place. I was born to do this. Now I just had to prove it.


‘Floella Benjamin,’ announced the stage manager.


From the pitch-black auditorium came a voice. A man’s voice. I couldn’t see its owner but he sounded a little bored. After all, to him I was just one more of a small crowd of young hopefuls who had gathered at the Shaftesbury Theatre stage door that day. This was the era of open auditions. Anyone who’d spotted the newspaper ad that had brought me here could just walk off the street and have a go. The director of this touring musical had been auditioning all week.


‘So, love, what are you going to sing for us?’


That was easy. I’d chosen a favourite Cole Porter number. I’d performed it with my father’s band at countless weddings and working men’s clubs since my early teens.


‘ “I’ve Got You Under My Skin”,’ I announced confidently, turning to the pianist at the edge of the stage. I thought of my father Dardie . . . ‘In the key of F.’


The intro struck up, loud and familiar. From the time I was born, I’ve thrown my entire being into everything I do. I believe that if something’s worth doing, you should do it to the very best of your ability. So, I threw myself into this song, ready to enjoy every note.


‘ “Use your mentality! Wake up to reality!” ’ I sang, the broadest of smiles on my lips.


My voice soared, my eyes sparkled and I was transported to my favourite place . . . Far, far away from reality. A magical place, temporarily out of time. How I loved to sing. It felt almost like soaring into space. I didn’t want this song to end. But when it did, the voice from the stalls was enthusiastic.


‘Wonderful! Wonderful!’


They liked me, I thought. They really liked me. This was going better than I could have hoped.


‘Can you move, love? Can you dance?’


Could I move? Could I dance? I’d been dancing since I could walk.


This time the pianist struck up with a pop song. Maybe it was a hit by the Supremes? I can’t remember now, but I’d modelled myself on that world-famous Motown girl group when I’d chosen my outfit, so I looked the part. After smuggling my costume out of the house that morning so that my mother Marmie couldn’t stop me, I’d changed at lunchtime in my office toilet, before covering up my glamour with a maxi coat and slipping out to the theatre while everyone else was eating their sandwiches. I felt extremely sophisticated in my leopard-print mini dress and knee-high leather boots. My make-up was striking too – plenty of eyeshadow, rouge and lipstick. I wore a shiny black pageboy wig over my own Afro-styled hair.


I thought of Marmie, and her deep faith in me. Perhaps she wouldn’t approve of what I was doing right now, but nothing could shake the sense of self-worth she’d carefully instilled in me. Believe in yourself, Floella, I told myself. I looked like a star, and I was ready to dance like one. What I lacked in curves – my figure was Twiggy-thin in those days – I’d make up for in energy and flair. I began to gyrate wildly as the music took over my body. Could I move? Nobody could doubt my enthusiasm.


But although I’d pinned a flower to my fashionable wig, I hadn’t actually pinned my wig on.


One quick spin and whoosh! I went one way. My wig went the other.


A roar of invisible laughter came from the stalls.


As I tried to grab the wig, I realized that my short dress had ridden up to become even shorter and my underwear was on full display. I knew I couldn’t let my embarrassment show. Keep smiling, I told myself. Keep dancing.


I must have impressed, despite everything, because the next thing I knew I was being asked to stay back to read.


I was auditioning for a groundbreaking new musical called Hair, about a group of young anti-establishment hippies in New York City rebelling not just against the Vietnam War, but against their conservative parents. The plot revolves around the main character’s decision whether or not to burn his draft card. The epitome of the Swinging Sixties counterculture, Hair had taken Broadway and then London by storm, and was breaking boundaries in every way. The infamous nude scene had been all over the papers.


Neither of my parents would have agreed to my audition for the touring production of the show, if they’d known what I was up to, though I hoped Dardie at least would understand my desire to join the wonderful world of showbiz. Marmie was another matter altogether. I had a proper job in a bank, didn’t I? I had security. Marmie wasn’t going to be too keen on me giving up all that. Dardie’s meagre earnings as a musician had thoroughly disillusioned her about following a dream career as an entertainer.


The stage manager, a young woman called Daisy, gave me a script and showed me my lines. Luckily, I recognized the opening of the Gettysburg Address – familiar to me because Dardie would often recite by heart every word of Martin Luther King’s 1963 ‘I have a dream’ speech. When King spoke of Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, and the light of hope it gave to millions of enslaved African Americans, his opening words echoed the beginning of Abraham Lincoln’s speech:


‘Four score and seven years ago . . .’


I was really enjoying myself now, and looking forward to returning to the spotlight for the next stage of the audition. I knew my American accent would be perfect. Dardie had taken us to the cinema since we were tiny, and many of my party pieces were imitations of American stars. Meanwhile, other girls were coming off stage in tears.


‘Next!’ the voice kept saying. ‘Next!’


How much longer would I have to wait? I looked at my watch and began to panic. My lunch break had vanished, and I was definitely going to be late back to the office. I explained my situation to the stage manager, and luckily she was able to get me moved up the list to perform the final task.


Once again, I brought all the emotion I could muster to the speech. I stood and spoke as proudly as any president. For those moments I was Abraham Lincoln. I had no idea how irreverent the lines were in the context of this musical, but that didn’t matter.


‘Wonderful, Floella,’ said the voice again when I’d finished. ‘Just hang around a bit longer now while we make up our minds.’


Hang around? No chance! I thought of the battles ahead – not just with Marmie, but with my employer too. What if this didn’t work out? I had a good job with Barclays Bank and I couldn’t risk losing that. And there was one particular manager, very aggressive in his manner. I can see him now. He had a podgy face and glasses, and used to walk with his neck always jutting out ahead of him so you felt his head was about to slide off his body. I felt as if he’d leap on any opportunity to put me down. I couldn’t let him get me on this.


I don’t know what possessed me. I hate injustice, and it didn’t seem fair that I was putting my job at risk by having to wait even longer. I decided it was time to speak out.


‘Listen!’ I said, fearlessly. ‘I don’t know who you are out there, but I’ve got a proper job in a bank, you know. I’ve already been here for ages, and this is my lunch hour. I’ve got to get back to the office.’


In my head, I was doing a quick calculation. My salary at the bank was twenty pounds a week. I usually made another five pounds from singing in the band with Dardie and my brothers. But it wasn’t just the money I was worrying about now. Everyone knew the reputation of this show. I’d better be quite clear about my terms to have any chance of convincing Marmie this was the job for me.


‘If you do want me in your show, you’d better make up your mind. Oh, and by the way, I want thirty pounds a week and I’m not taking my clothes off! Do you want me or don’t you?’


I didn’t wait for an answer. I just left.


When I got back to the office, the phone rang, and to my joy and amazement I discovered I’d got the job.









PART 1


CHILDHOOD LASTS A LIFETIME









Chapter Two


What a nerve I had! Where did I get such confidence? With no training, no experience, how did I know what to do when I got up on that stage? Why wasn’t I overawed like so many of the other girls there?


At that moment, everything I’d learned in life came back to me. Performing to an audience was something I was perfectly accustomed to doing. But there was something else that told me I had the ability to set my own rules and boundaries that day. At the time it felt like instinct. But I realize now that my deep self-belief was rooted in my childhood years in Trinidad and London. I have my parents to thank. I’ll always be grateful for the way they brought me up. They coated me in love, always, and, between them, they gave me strength from the moment I was born. They made me who I was at the age of twenty and they made me who I am today. You see, I believe childhood lasts a lifetime. Mine certainly has.


Marmie and Dardie moulded me in very different ways.


My dad was a hero to us all, and also our great entertainer. He opened our eyes to the wonders of the world, filling our days with excitement and joy. We adored him. One of the most important things I learned from Dardie was how to perform. When he played the saxophone and we danced and sang, we felt like the luckiest, happiest children on earth. He led the way, and showed me how it was done. So even when I was very small, our next-door neighbour in Trinidad would often point to me and say:


‘You see this girl, Flo? She’s going to be on the stage one day.’


How did he know? Because he always saw me up on the ‘gallery’. We lived in a lovely white wooden house on stilts, and that’s what we called the veranda. Amongst us children, I was the entertainer of the family, putting on a show for the others, or amusing visitors.


‘Sing a song!’ my mother would encourage if anyone came to the house.


‘Do a dance!’ Dardie would tell me. ‘Recite a poem for our guest.’


I was born in Marabella, a town not far from Pointe-à-Pierre in Trinidad, the southernmost island in the Caribbean. It’s closer to Venezuela than to any other country. Marmie, who’d believed the old wives’ tale that breastfeeding prevents pregnancy, used to say I came quickly into the world, and I’ve been in a hurry to do things ever since. When I made my first appearance on 23 September 1949, just eleven months after my older sister Sandra, Trinidad was still firmly part of the British Empire, and the site of Britain’s largest oil refinery. Nearly everyone in Pointe-à-Pierre worked there, including my father.


By day, Dardie was an oil field policeman. Every morning he’d set off in his crisply ironed khaki uniform to patrol the enormous refinery near the forest, and every evening he’d be just as smart as we ran to meet him coming home. To us, he seemed a giant of a man, scooping his smallest children up in his arms as if they were feathers. We fought for the privilege of polishing his brass buttons, longing to be the one chosen to make them gleam. I loved using the special tool that you had to slot around each one so that the Brasso wouldn’t dirty the fabric.


By night, and at weekends, he was a musician. He had taught himself to play the saxophone thanks to my mother, who persuaded her brother to give her husband an instrument he owned but couldn’t actually play. Dardie’s first love was jazz, although there wasn’t much call for it in Trinidad then. Calypso and steel pan were the music of choice. Dardie’s eyes and ears were set further afield. He named three of his six children after American jazz musicians, including me. My namesake was the great singer Ella Fitzgerald – but he added ‘Flo’ to the beginning, short for Flower. After me, on Boxing Day in 1950, came Lester, named after Lester Young, the hip saxophonist from New Orleans who started his career in ‘Count’ Basie’s orchestra and invented ‘cool’. Then the gaps between babies became a little longer. There was Ellington, born in November 1952, named in honour of pianist and bandleader Duke Ellington, the composer of genius who wrote so many of the jazz standards Dardie loved to play. He learned them from the hard and breakable black records and sheet music he used to order specially from America. America! How glamorous! My youngest brother arrived in October 1954, and was named after our dad, Roy, so we always called him Junior. And after Junior came Cynthia, the baby of the family, born in May 1956. So, before my parents were thirty years old – and Marmie and Dardie were both born in the same year, 1926 – they had six lively children. In those early days, we four big ones were a noisy gang, always running around, fighting and having fun while Marmie looked after the little ones, Junior and Cynthia.


But long before the others were born, I was showing my character, as Dardie always liked to remind me.


‘Flo has always been fast with herself,’ he’d tell people. ‘Before you knew it – at eight months old – she was walking. None of this creeping for Flo.’


By the age of fifteen months I was dancing, and talking too, and bossing around my big sister Sandra, who was so much smaller and quieter than I was that we looked like twins, especially since Marmie always dressed us alike. The way she turned us out was legendary. On special occasions we were eye-catching in matching dresses she’d made herself, with neat little white socks and our hair in plaits and ribbons.


By Christmas 1950, Marmie was heavily pregnant with our little brother, Lester. On Boxing Day she knew her time had come. Mrs Jackson, the midwife, was summoned from across the road and Marmie told Dardie to look after me and Sandra, to keep us out of the way while she was in labour. Since he had a gig with his band that day, playing at a fête – that’s what we called a big party in Trinidad – he just took us along with him.


So, there he was, playing away to all the mums and dads and kids, Latin and swing to start off with. And, as he told the story, there was I, dancing along too. But when the calypso music struck up, I was not too happy. These people weren’t dancing properly. So, I got up on stage myself.


‘No, no, no! You’re getting this all wrong!’ I said. And without a second thought, I showed them how their dancing should really be done.


‘Wind up your waist!’ Marmie used to say. And that’s exactly what I did, completely unafraid to tell all the guests at that fête the right way to move your body to the calypso beat.


According to Dardie, everyone stared in amazement at this fifteen-month-old child gyrating her tiny hips and ordering them around. They’d never seen anything like it.


And whenever Dardie told that story, Marmie would add:


‘And she hasn’t changed a bit. She’s still telling people what to do.’


It’s true that I’ve never been afraid to speak out. If I see something that’s not right to me, I’ll ask questions. I had that confidence because I also had that pride which both my parents, in their different ways, made sure was at the core of every one of their children. So, although we came out very differently, all six of us with different ambitions and interests, we all believed in ourselves wholeheartedly. You might say we were programmed to have self-confidence. It’s a family inheritance.


It also comes from the fact that Marmie constantly bathed us in love. She adored having a family, and lived for her children. She defended us from injustice as a lioness defends her cubs from danger. She knew what it meant to have happiness snatched away, for her mother died in 1930 when she was only four, and eight years later she also lost her beloved father. She was abandoned to the care of a wicked couple who treated her like their servant, so after an early childhood filled with love, she had to grow up quickly. At the age of twelve, she was forced to leave school to work for them. They had a grand house with polished floors, a piano and beautiful furniture, and she spent her days keeping the property immaculate. But this didn’t make her bitter or resentful. In fact, it gave her aspirations.


She often used to run away because of the bad treatment she had to endure but was always forced to return, until eventually, at the age of sixteen, she could take it no more. She secured a job as a daily help to an ex-pat family linked to the oilfields where Dardie worked, and Marmie met my father there on one of her days off. They were almost exactly the same age: Dardie was born in July 1926, while Marmie’s birthday was just three months later. She was very beautiful, and lots of men made a play for her, but Dardie won her heart by talking to her about culture, music and history, and they married in 1948, the same year my sister was born.


Marmie was someone who could only see the positive things in life. She had no self-pity and she taught us never to dwell on the negative. If you see yourself as a victim, only you will be the loser.


‘That house gave me something to aim for,’ Marmie told us.


The room she loved best in our little white house in Trinidad was the living room, which was only used on special occasions. She kept it beautifully. It was my job and Sandra’s to keep it spotless, polishing the furniture every day and making sure it was always clean and shining. With a vase on the table of gorgeously coloured tropical flowers from the garden, starched curtains and white lace doilies, it smelled and looked delicious. I can hear the sound of Marmie’s rocking chair now, gently tipping back and forth while she fed the newest baby. As she rocked, she directed our work, or sang. She was always singing, although she had a terrible voice. And you could judge her mood by her choice of song.


Marmie made our home-world safe and secure. But she was a hard taskmistress. Sandra and I were expected to do our share of the housework – even ironing with a coal-filled iron and scrubbing the floors – while she looked after the babies, and filled the house with song and the smell of her miraculous cooking. Day after day, she effortlessly conjured the most amazing meals from her kitchen, so that each one tasted like the best we’d ever eaten: chicken, dumplings, pigtail or fish which Sandra and I went to buy from the fishermen’s wharf down the lane. On Saturdays it was sweet-scented cakes and coconut drops, which we helped her make. Whatever Marmie cooked had that special touch.


‘You’ve got to eat because it makes you big and strong!’ she used to insist.


We didn’t need encouragement. We thought she was a magician.


She was also a firm disciplinarian. She had to be, especially with me and Ellington, because we were so naughty and very noisy. At home, we behaved ourselves in the living room but ran riot in the children’s bedroom, the most joyful part of the house. Here we had endless pillow fights, chased each other around and competed to jump the highest on the beds. I was always in trouble for something – usually fighting with Ellington. In fact, my mother even kept a small suitcase packed for me, ready to dispatch with me if I really misbehaved.


‘Oh, don’t send her away, Marmie!’ Sandra would beg, for I was her chief protector in life, just as Ellington was for Lester. ‘Don’t send her away!’


I knew she never would. It was a fantastical threat. I knew nothing would separate her from her children. It was unimaginable.









Chapter Three


While Marmie made us strong and confident by coating us in love, Dardie introduced us to the big wide world beyond our home and shores. He would give us regular quizzes on geography and history; we could name all the countries of the world, and reel off their capitals and population sizes at the drop of a hat. But he also made sure we knew our family heritage, and its significance.


Dardie’s mother had also died when he was just a little boy, and he was brought up by his powerful father, Leonard Benjamin. Both men found Antigua, the island of their birth, too small for their adventurous spirits. At nineteen, Dardie travelled over 400 miles to the larger island of Trinidad to make a new life for himself, while my grandfather moved 3,000 miles away to America not many years later. So I never met him, but from the way Dardie spoke about him, I felt I knew him.


Leonard was born in 1888, and he was a tailor by profession, making uniforms for soldiers, prison officers and policemen. His father was a wealthy merchant who made a fortune running a fleet of schooners and trading cargo from island to island. His father had been born into slavery in Barbuda. Not everyone enslaved in the Caribbean was put to work in the sugar cane fields: the plantations and the lucrative sugar trade needed skilled tradespeople too, such as blacksmiths and carpenters, boatbuilders, stonemasons and tailors. My great-great-grandfather was emancipated on the stroke of midnight on 1 August 1834, following the 1833 Slavery Abolition Act. This made buying or owning slaves illegal in most of the British Empire, although in the colonies only enslaved children under six were instantly freed; everyone else was renamed an ‘apprentice’, which changed very little. Even after this form of servitude ended, it wasn’t easy for Black people to make a living. The sugar trade was in decline, and plantation owners preferred to bring in indentured workers from India, China and Europe, paying them with plots of land, rather than let the formerly enslaved people from Africa have land of their own. But Leonard’s grandfather’s skills helped future generations of his family thrive.


An activist as well as an influential speaker, Leonard was a co-founder of the Antiguan Trades and Labour Union, which led a battle against the White sugar barons for better working conditions and higher pay. In Antigua’s first general election on 26 July 1946, he was one of five union-backed candidates elected with a big share of the votes to the Executive Council of the federal colony of the Leeward Islands. Leonard Benjamin was the second minister to Vere Bird, who eventually became the first premier of the nation when it was made an autonomous associated state of the United Kingdom in 1976. On independence in 1981, Bird became Antigua and Barbuda’s first prime minister. So, from 1946 till 1951, serving as Bird’s deputy, my grandfather was effectively the country’s deputy prime minister. But he and Bird fell out badly, prompting Leonard’s move to New York in the late 1950s.


Politics was also in Dardie’s DNA and it’s in mine too. He was brought up to be a union man through and through. Leonard was known as one of the most gifted orators of his generation. No wonder Dardie was such a good storyteller. He was a great one for books too, but the best stories were the ones he told us from his head. From Dardie’s lips we lapped up all kinds of tales, although we were never quite sure which were true and which were fantasy. In our imaginations, all the worlds he conjured up came together and made us dream, ensuring that our heritage was in our psyche in more ways than one.


How we loved the folk tales he told us about Anansi, the trickster spider-man. These were stories of cunning and quick-wittedness saving the day, of turning the tables on your enemies with ingenuity and clever talking. They were brought to the Caribbean from West Africa with the men, women and children enslaved during the Atlantic slave trade, and their shape-shifting hero was celebrated as a symbol of survival and resistance. Had Dardie learned the fables from his own father? Did he consciously see them as a way to teach his children about their history and heritage? In years to come, when I grew up and became a presenter on Play School and Play Away, and later Tree House, Playabout, Hullaballoo and Jamboree, I’d introduce Anansi to new generations of children. But that’s another story.


‘To know your future, you have to know your past, your history,’ he would quote, sounding just like a philosopher himself. ‘Only then can you move forward freely, unburdened by the shackles of your past.’


I have always taken this to heart. Dardie told us heart-rending stories of old Antigua. While darkness gathered around us, and the air filled with the rhythmic chirp of cicadas, we sat on the gallery close to Dardie to hear the tale of brave and rebellious Prince Klaas, enslaved from the Gold Coast. His real name was Kwaku, and he was captured at the age of ten and shipped to the Caribbean. In charge of the biggest, wealthiest plantation in St John’s, he spent eight years hatching an elaborate plan – Dardie called it a gunpowder plot – to blow up all the British planters and their wives in a spectacular explosion during a large ball due to be held in 1736. They wanted to make the island of Antigua into the first independent African-ruled nation outside Africa. But the conspiracy was discovered, and he and many others were horrifically tortured and killed.


I remember Dardie describing a mysterious arch of rocks on Antigua’s east coast called Devil’s Bridge, where distraught Africans threw themselves into the ocean, in the hope their bodies would be returned by the sea to their homeland.


Dardie enchanted us with thrilling stories that expanded our horizons and made us see every possibility in life. This was very deliberate. He knew that without role models, we wouldn’t know what we might achieve.


He also told us stories about movies and film stars, and every month he drove us to San Fernando’s outdoor cinema. With your ticket, you got a speaker that sat inside the vehicle so that every word and song filled the car. When I was seven years old, he took us to see an unforgettable movie: Island in the Sun, starring Jamaican-born Harry Belafonte. His co-star was Dorothy Dandridge, who’d been the first-ever African-American to be nominated for a Best Actress Oscar, for the all-Black musical Carmen Jones. We watched their performances through the car windows, projected in Technicolor on a gigantic screen outside, and the experience went into my consciousness and stuck there for ever.


It was huge in every way, this Hollywood film starring Black stars alongside White, telling a story of interracial love and contemporary Caribbean politics. Belafonte was a massive star. Wildly popular, he had recently introduced Trinidadian music to an international audience, selling a record-breaking million copies of his 1956 album Calypso. He was also an important confidant and supporter of Martin Luther King Jr and the American civil rights movement, financing the Freedom Rides and voter registration drives, and raising thousands of dollars to release civil rights protesters from jail. Dorothy Dandridge was also a political activist, involved with both the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the National Urban League. She broke down barriers throughout her career, while facing racism, racial stereotyping, segregated entertainment venues and a film production code which banned mixed-race love scenes. Until she was cast in a film about a successful slave uprising, she always refused to be cast as a slave or prostitute.


I couldn’t have known any of this, nor understood the significance of the film’s plot, but I know that seeing this handsome Black man and beautiful Black woman performing on that colourful screen in a Caribbean setting showed me that anything was possible. You’ve got to see yourself to know you are part of a world that is admired. (Years later, I met Belafonte in Jamaica and told him how much it had meant to me seeing him up there at our drive-in cinema in San Fernando, in a movie actually filmed in the British West Indies. He was thrilled to hear this, and we exchanged stories of how we were both trying to make a difference in the world.)


I was also deeply affected by seeing Lena Horne in the 1943 Vincente Minnelli musical Cabin in the Sky, which featured Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington. Lena Horne was an incredible singer, actor, dancer and civil rights activist – a real pioneer.


‘I’m going to grow up to be like her!’ I told Dardie. Little did I know then that Horne’s race meant she was rarely cast in a leading Hollywood role, and her appearances were often edited out because movie theatres in certain parts of America refused to show any films with Black performers.


Dardie gave us plenty of influential and imposing role models too. On our wall he hung a large framed photograph of Marcus Garvey, dressed in his iconic ceremonial uniform. Standing proudly with a tasselled sword in his hand, he wore a jacket adorned with shiny buttons like my father’s, and plenty of gold braid, fringed epaulettes, gold stars on his sleeves and an amazing plumed Napoleon-style hat. Every day his visionary gaze looked out across our living room, as if commanding us to do our best. Garvey was a hero in the Caribbean. His stature and influence were enormous. Born into poverty in Jamaica in 1914, he founded the largest pan-African mass movement ever created, the Universal Negro Improvement Association, or UNIA. When Bob Marley later sang ‘Redemption Song’, he was quoting a speech by Garvey: ‘We are going to emancipate ourselves from mental slavery because whilst others might free the body, none but ourselves can free the mind.’


Garvey’s message of racial pride and self-reliance was instilled in us by Dardie, who explained that Garvey wanted the people of the Caribbean to return to Africa. Dardie also told us stories about Haile Selassie, the Emperor of Ethiopia, the King of Kings. An African Emperor! So, we grew up with powerful images of leadership. We understood that Black is beautiful. Dardie gave us aspirations in life. From the moment we were born, he made sure we would aim high. Marmie gave us the confidence to capture what some might see as the impossible.


‘You’ve got to do your best, and then anything is possible!’


This was our parents’ strongest message. But though I’ve always been very competitive, I’ve never compared myself with anyone. We were brought up as individuals, with our own strengths. We never competed with each other, but we were encouraged to achieve the best we could ourselves. All six of us learned to believe in who we were with our inner souls. And that has carried us all through life. I believe that children need to grow up knowing that they are loved and appreciated and important in the world. That’s why I often tell children when I visit schools to shout these words out loud:


‘I am worthy! I am worthy! I am worthy!’


We shout the words together, so that the hall rings with affirmation.


Sometimes you need to say something out loud to believe it.


Marmie and Dardie shared a sense of justice, and we children also grew up with a strong moral compass. Marmie’s morality was formed above all by her faith. She loved going to church, and on Sundays we always went with her. But not just to one church. By the end of the day, we had visited three! Dressed up beautifully in my Sunday best – a crisply starched and ironed dress with pretty puffed sleeves – I’d spend the morning sitting in awe at the local Pentecostal church. It was all very dramatic there. The preacher seemed as tall as a giant, and his skin was the blackest I’d ever seen. As he stood in the pulpit you had the feeling he was directing his words to your very own heart. The women in that congregation threw themselves into their worship in the most fascinating way. They sang at top volume, fluttered their fans, called out regular ‘Hallelujahs’ and sometimes were so taken over by ‘the spirit’ that they rose up from their seats with bodies that shook and trembled.


Although we had a special children’s service in the middle of all this, with Bible stories and prayers for our families, after lunch we then went to the Salvation Army Sunday school. The best thing about this was the music. We learned to play different instruments and although I wasn’t really much of a musician, I had lots of fun with the cymbals and the triangle. Finally, at six o’clock in the evening, we headed for the Anglican church, our last service of the day.


There was really no chance at all of any of us getting into trouble on a Sunday, and we were exposed to a range of different places of worship – although, sadly I never went inside any of the many Hindu temples, which looked particularly beautiful and intriguing when they were lit up with hundreds of candles for Diwali.


One of the great things about our own island-in-the-sun 1950s childhood was that it was perfectly safe for us to roam free. Marmie could get us out of her hair by sending us out to play and she never had to worry. The worst we’d get up to was climbing trees and shaking the branches to loosen the ripe juicy mangoes or sweet pomme citere, a fruit like a green-and-gold tropical plum that I’ve never seen in England. This was a time of great freedom. Except at school.


School and home were almost like two different worlds, but I was happy in both. From the age of four, I got dressed each weekday morning in my royal blue tunic and white blouse, and ran off down the lane hand in hand with Sandra to a big two-storey timber building, where children were so quiet and obedient that the classrooms could be separated by no more than a wooden partition.


Teachers were people of status in our community. You had huge respect for them because of the way they presented you with knowledge. They were strict, of course, and there could be no speaking out of turn or messing around in lessons. You arrived on time to be inspected by the headmistress – your nails, clothes and shoes all had to be perfectly clean. (Marmie would check us too, before we left.) If you were late, you got the lash with a thick leather belt. But the teachers were also kind, and extremely dedicated.


It was a very traditional, structured education, and we understood it to be the best in the world. After all, it was British! We learned the three Rs – reading, writing and arithmetic – and much of that learning was by rote, whether times tables or poetry. So, by the time I was six, I could happily recite and act out Tennyson’s ‘The Beggar Maid’ on our gallery stage. It’s a poem about a legendary African king who falls in love with a poor girl passing by, a rags-to-riches story:




So sweet a face, such angel grace,


In all that land had never been:


Cophetua sware a royal oath:


‘This beggar maid shall be my queen!’





But at school we learned nothing about our African heritage or the indigenous Arawak or Carib people who originally inhabited the Caribbean islands. We were cheated out of that. Our curriculum and all our textbooks came from Britain. We learned how to be subjects of the British Empire, and about the countries Britain had conquered. British history. British heroes. British poets. Everything centred on that place far away that we learned to call the Motherland. We were brainwashed to believe that we were part of something great, something magnificent. I sang ‘God Save the Queen’ and ‘Rule Britannia’ and ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ with vigour. I believe all children should sing some sort of anthem every day because, looking back, I see that as something very positive. It wasn’t the words that stirred me as a child, I didn’t really understand them. It was the emotions of the music and singing that did. They gave me a sense of pride, and made me feel that I belonged.









Chapter Four


And then the arguments began. Sandra and I heard them through the wooden wall that divided the children’s bedroom from our parents’, low conversations which seemed to go on for hours and hours. We would lie awake and listen and worry. We heard Marmie crying:


‘But, Roy, I can’t leave my children . . . I’ll never leave the children.’


This was reassuring. But it also made us realize that whatever their dispute, we were somehow involved too.


I began to have bad dreams for the first time in my life. I had nightmares about falling. There was nobody to catch me. I didn’t even tell Sandra about these. I didn’t want them to come true. We didn’t talk about what we feared, superstitious that saying something out loud might make it real.


Marmie’s songs changed. They became more mournful. There was one in particular, ‘Now is the Hour’, which she sang over and over again. Dardie began to leave newspapers lying around the house, folded to show advertisements for jobs in England, boat journeys to Britain.


After the Second World War, workers from the British Caribbean were encouraged to come to the Motherland to help rebuild the nation. The United Kingdom was suffering from serious labour shortages, and the newly created National Health Service, as well as British Rail and London Transport, recruited most actively in Jamaica and Barbados. In 1948 immigration law changed: the British Nationality Act gave citizenship to everyone living in the UK and its colonies, with automatic right to enter and settle. That was the year the HMT Empire Windrush, a troopship coming to England from Australia via the Caribbean, landed at Tilbury, bringing with it 802 British West Indians. Most were men from Jamaica, many former soldiers and airmen who’d spent years defending Britain. But it was a Trinidadian who featured on a now well-known Pathé News report. Aldwyn Roberts, known as ‘Lord Kitchener’, performed an optimistic song he’d written for the occasion: ‘London is the Place for Me’.


Antigua had been too small for my dad. Now Trinidad was becoming too small. The story we were told when we were young was that he wanted to go to London to become a jazz musician and that in Trinidad people only wanted to hear calypso. That was certainly true. But later we learned the full story.


Like his father before him, Dardie’s powerful sense of justice and his commitment to human rights had led him into union work at the oil refinery, defending workers’ rights at a time when they had very few. And this was beginning to get him into trouble. A colleague had already been jailed for his activism, sent to Carrera Island, off the north-west peninsula. My mother begged Dardie to think of his children.


‘Roy, you’ve got to stop this,’ she told him. What would she do if he landed himself in prison too? ‘What’s going to happen to my six children? Do you want them to end up in an orphanage?’


She didn’t want us to have a hero for a father if he couldn’t be with us. She was a homemaker, not a breadwinner. She wanted a husband who’d take care of his children.


So yes, he was pulled by the prospects of a better life abroad, and ambition, but he was also looking for a particular kind of safety – and political freedom.


His first thought had been to go to America and join his father. But Grandad Leonard wrote back to tell him to think again. No man could make it in New York with six children in tow, he told him. His White boss Veasey was equally pessimistic about his chances of success in Britain with a large family but, undeterred, Dardie decided that London was the place for him.


The next thing we knew, we were moving.


The plan was that he would go ahead and sort out a place for us all to live, and get a job to pay for our passages over. But to pay for his fare and keep us in his absence, we had to sell almost everything. The gramophone went. His beloved records. The car. He couldn’t take them with him. I suppose the picture of Marcus Garvey and much of the beautiful polished furniture went too. We moved out of our lovely house on stilts, where there was room underneath for the washtub and car, and Marmie could grow vegetables at the back – pigeon peas, cassavas, okras, dasheen – and flame-red hibiscus in the little front garden. Gone were the rocking chairs on the gallery. We moved into a much smaller house, in a poorer part of San Fernando, further from the sea, where we were all cramped together.


And suddenly, in September 1958, Dardie was packing a suitcase and his saxophone and he was gone too. Once it had been decided, it all happened very quickly. Just before my ninth birthday, he was gone. Of course, I cried, and cried, and I’d never seen Marmie cry so much, and we children missed him and his marvellous stories, but at least we still had Marmie.


While she waited for the call to join Dardie, life got much harder for her. She had to take on cleaning jobs, and would vanish early in the morning and late in the evening, leaving Sandra and me to take care of the little ones. She sold her jewellery and all our christening silver. I remember finding her in tears one day because she had had to sell her beloved sewing machine.


A few months passed, and then the very worst happened. Once again, the first clue that something was up was Marmie’s songs. In her terrible, terrible voice, she began to sing that farewell song again, ‘Now is the Hour’, which had haunted the house before Dardie left.


But this time she would be sailing, and though she could take four-year-old Junior and two-year-old Cynthia, the rest of us would have to wait a little longer. It would be too hard for the family to establish itself in London with all six of us, so we’d have to join the others later.


She cried and hugged us as she sang, and we would all begin to cry too.


Where would we live? Who would look after us?


‘Your Auntie Olive can’t look after you,’ Marmie told us. Her sister Olive, who died in 2022, well into her nineties, would often say to me during our weekly phone conversations:


‘Flo, I tried, but I couldn’ look after all’a’yuh. My circumstances were too difficult. I had no space. I had to work. I know you forgive me, though. You must forgive me, or you wouldn’t give me all the things you give me and treat me so special.’


‘Auntie Olive, of course I understand,’ I always replied. ‘Of course I don’t hold it against you.’


Marmie never held it against her either. She was such a great woman. She knew it wasn’t meant to be. Of course, I was secretly relieved when nobody in the family could take care of us. Maybe it meant Marmie wouldn’t go.


When we went visiting friends, Marmie would ask if they could look after us, just for a few months, and then we’d be sent for. A lot of heads were shaken. Everyone seemed to have too many children of their own. And who knew how long it would really be? ‘Left-behind’ children were more common than we realized. Finally two sets of people agreed, but we would have to be separated.


The moment of parting was almost unbearable. It’s hard to write about even now. It was May 1959, and Dardie had been gone for eight months. That was bad enough. But I still couldn’t understand how Marmie could break her vow to never leave us behind. We meant everything to each other. My brothers and sisters were also my best friends. What would happen now to our happy family? It felt like the end of the world. A dark veil of unhappiness descended on my life.


Marmie took me and Sandra nearly thirty miles north to Tunapuna. Lester and Ellington were taken in by a family in San Fernando. Perhaps that doesn’t sound far, but it felt a world away. We had no hope of seeing them, and had no idea what was happening to our little brothers.


We hardly knew these people in Tunapuna, although we had to call them ‘Auntie’ and ‘Uncle’, as a sign of respect. They treated us more like servants than family friends.


‘Do the dishes! Clean the floor! Have you swept the yard yet?’


I was used to housework, and accepted my responsibilities at home. Even in my new home, I threw myself into my chores. I had already learned to put my heart into anything I did. But our new ‘auntie’s’ orders were relentless.


‘Haven’t you finished the ironing? Get me a chicken!’


That meant chasing the fowl round the yard, grabbing it by the wings, wringing its neck and then plucking its feathers. We spent hours picking the husks from rice, grain by grain. It was like being trapped in a fairy tale. She was very superstitious and made us perform an elaborate ritual of sprinkling holy water round the house at five o’clock in the morning to keep away the evil spirits, although it seemed to us that the evil spirits were already inside. We were stopping it getting out. And if we showed any sign of misery:


‘Take that look off your face! All ya don’t you know how lucky you are? All ya parents gallivanting in England leaving me to look after all ya. Be grateful you’re not living in an orphanage.’


When we tried to write and tell our parents, ‘Auntie’ censored our letters, and gave us a wallop. Sandra and I cried ourselves to sleep most nights. The rest of the time we were kept too busy to think, and after school we found any excuse not to go home. We even snuck into a line of people paying respects to a dead neighbour one afternoon, filing by an open coffin where we saw a dead man lying so peaceful and content that I lost any fear of death. Meanwhile, the family that was supposed to be looking after us spent the money Marmie sent for us on fancy new things for themselves.


It was the worst time of my life. Without each other, I don’t know how Sandra and I would have got through it. We held hands whenever we could and sang our favourite songs together to remind us of home. Uprooted from everything, we had to start at a new school. We always arrived exhausted after working since four in the morning. The other children picked on Sandra, because she was new and pretty and small for her age. That was when I began to fight physically, to protect her.


I knew I had to assert myself. If you didn’t stand up for yourself, you’d be trampled on. I’d never fought anyone as big as one particular girl who was bullying Sandra, but I had little choice. Fights happened on Fridays, at the end of the day, outside the school gates. Everyone would be watching.


I was nine years old, and skinny. This girl was so much older and taller than me. The other children crowded round us in a big circle, waiting for the action. Oh my goodness . . . What was I going to do? She came towards me, ready to lay into me, thinking it would be easy work, I’m sure. My eyes were level with her boobies. So, I just reached out and grabbed them, one in each hand. I squeezed as hard as I possibly could.


She squealed like a pig.


‘Let go, let go!’ she screamed.


With all my strength, I swung her round, and threw her aside.


And then I dusted off my hands, very deliberately, very confidently. And I looked around at all the other children, staring each one right in the eye.


‘Let that be a lesson to all of you,’ I said. ‘Don’t you touch my sister Sandra again. None of you.’


And after that, everybody left us alone.


Later we discovered that Lester and Ellington had suffered even more than me and Sandra during this time. They didn’t even have a bed to sleep in, but had to lie underneath somebody else’s. They were made to fight for their food like dogs. Winner takes all. The loser went hungry. Every night the woman who was supposed to be looking after them sat in her rocking chair and ordered my brothers to clean her toenails.


The full horror of their situation only became clear to me a few years ago. When Ellington was sixty-five, and managing director of his own construction company, he suddenly revealed something he’d kept hidden in his heart for the best part of his life. The memory and his intense pain were uncovered unexpectedly. It took him by surprise. It was 2018, and I had invited all my family to the Chelsea Flower Show, where I was displaying the special garden which I’d designed and fought hard to fund: the Windrush garden, celebrating seventy years since the beginning of the exodus of people from the Caribbean to Britain. All the elements of our life story were there: the gorgeous tropical flowers, the ship itself with little 3-D printed people on board, waving goodbye, and London, represented by a bright red London bus in flowers. I thought my brothers and sisters would love it. But Ellington – big, tough Ellington – was visibly affected when he saw the garden, and his eyes moistened.


‘I’m seeing that woman now who was supposed to be looking after me and Lester,’ he said angrily. I felt I had forgiven my ‘auntie’, but my Ellington still hated his so-called guardian with a vengeance. And he told me a story.


One day during that terrible period in our lives, Lester found a magnifying glass. He’d never seen such a thing before.


‘What’s this for?’ he asked.


‘Come here and put out your hand,’ the woman told him. ‘I’ll show you.’


Of course, neither Lester nor Ellington knew what was going to happen. It didn’t take long for Lester to feel the burning pain of the sun through the glass on his skin. I think the agony for Ellington was not being able to protect Lester from such deliberate cruelty.


If you talk to most Caribbean children who were left behind, they’ll tell you similar stories. This kind of thing happened a lot all across the region. People often resented those who went away to England or America, trying to ‘better’ themselves, and they took it out on their vulnerable offspring. They didn’t see you as someone who was suffering, someone who’d lost their connection with their family, someone who needed to be loved or embraced. They were happy to take the money and parcels sent by absent parents, but they offered no comfort.


How did we survive those long months apart from our parents and each other?


Love. We had already soaked up so much love, and developed so strong a vision of the world and such confidence in ourselves that we were able to cope with adversity and disruption when it came. Like a well-built house, we had good foundations.


Neuroscientists now know that babies are born with 86 billion brain cells, or neurons, and in the first seven years of life more than one million new neural connections between them are formed every single second. That’s how we learn to touch, smell, hear, move, form attachments . . . everything! So, you have to talk to babies, nurture them, show them everything, and it all soaks in. It’s like pictures emerging on a blank canvas: everything slowly makes sense, bit by bit.


That’s how a child learns what life is all about. So Aristotle’s saying ‘Give me a child until he is seven and I will show you the man’ has been scientifically proven.


That’s why it’s so important to give all children that love, not just your own. All children need love, from the moment they come into the world.


This came home to me forcefully not very long ago, when I was giving a speech at an event in Hull, which was then the City of Culture. Just before I began my talk, a middle-aged woman came in and looked at me, bewildered. She didn’t know what to do. She walked around the room, very agitated. It was really quite strange, but I carried on with my speech. After everyone else had left with their selfies and autographs, the woman finally approached me.


‘I’m so sorry I acted that way when I saw you, Floella. I’m forty-eight now, but when I was eight years old I was fostered, and my foster parents had two sons. Every day they used to come home and sexually abuse me. The only thing that got me through was seeing your smiling face on television saying, ‘Hello! Is everything all right?’ And then I knew that somebody in this world loved me. It was you, Floella Benjamin. Whenever I’m going through a crisis, even now, I see your face. And I know you love me.’


I cried that day. I found it easy to pour out my love through that screen because I’d had love poured into me from the moment I was born. My life was easy compared with so many children’s. So I can’t say this often enough:


All you need is love. All you need is love. All you need is love.









Chapter Five


About fifteen months after she’d left, Marmie finally sent us the good news. We were leaving our world of unhappiness! All four of us were going to join our parents and little brother and sister in London at last. We said goodbye to our tormentors without a second glance. Auntie Olive came to pick me and Sandra up, and took us to her house in Port of Spain, where we were reunited with Lester and Ellington.


How skinny and ill they both looked. It was a terrible shock. Auntie Olive had been just as horrified when she went to visit them for the first time since Marmie left, and then came to see how we were faring. She’d written immediately to her sister to let her know what was happening to us.


Marmie was heartbroken. Her world fell apart, she told us later.


‘No more! No more! I can’t take it!’ she said. Marmie found a nursery school for Junior and Cynthia and persuaded them to keep the little ones as late as possible, so that she could work as many hours as she possibly could to save for our fares. Luckily, she was very charming and people always wanted to help her.


I was actually on my way to the fabled Motherland. It felt as if we were stepping into one of Dardie’s exciting adventure stories. Everything I cared about most was in England. That was where I was meant to be. That was where I had been told I belonged. Though we were to travel for two weeks or more over four thousand miles of ocean, in our heads we were simply moving from one part of Britain to another, where the streets were paved with gold.


The ships always left at night, and the wharf at Port of Spain was dark, noisy and crowded. I remember a lot of shouting and shoving, as the night air crackled with emotion – worry and hope and sadness and fear all muddling together. People fretted loudly over their trunks and suitcases, or ‘grips’, as we called them. Others said prayers for a safe passage. Many were embracing and crying as they said goodbye to loved ones, maybe for the last time. We hugged Auntie Olive tightly, and I quickly found myself in tears too.


The harbour at Port of Spain was too shallow for the big ships to approach, so little motorboats ferried passengers out to the Marqués de Comillas. Lowering myself down into the tender as it bobbed on inky black water seemed an impossible step that filled me with terror. The liquid reflections of the quayside lights fractured over and over again. At last Sandra and my brothers coaxed me aboard, and we sped into the unknown, clinging tightly to one another and feeling terribly alone. Even more terrifying was bumping in darkness against the towering bow of the anchored ship, far away from the twinkling lights onshore, and realizing that to get on board I would now have to climb up a shaky rope ladder.


‘Venga! Venga!’


From above and below, kind Spanish sailors urged me on and offered helping hands, but again I felt wobbly with fear and found it hard to move. I was convinced that at any moment I would slip and plunge into the menacing depths of the swelling seas.


Departure remains a blur. There was so much to take in. Stairs in all directions, numbers, signs, loudspeakers, the thundering bellow of the horn as we began to move. Once a luxury ocean liner travelling between Spain and New York, the Marqués de Comillas had been converted into a passenger cargo-ship after the Second World War; now over eight hundred passengers could be accommodated on board. This voyage had already picked up lots of other British citizens in Grenada and Barbados. The tiny cabin we all shared was between decks, right in the belly of the ship, and we took to our bunks gratefully.


My first shock on waking was the dizzying nausea that immediately overwhelmed me. Nobody had warned us about seasickness. Tomato soup and corn puffs were all we could stomach. Sandra took even longer to find her sea legs than I did, but by day five I was able to start exploring and bring her back reports, as Lester, Ellington and I rushed around the ship, investigating every corner of the vessel from the cargo hold to the ballroom. How fascinating it all was! What freedom we had! We were four youngsters aged seven to eleven travelling all on our own! Although Marmie had apparently paid someone to take care of us, nobody ever appeared, and we were left to run wild, until Ellington got into a fight with another boy. They punched and kicked each other, rolling around on deck together locked in combat without a thought of danger.


‘Stop! Stop!’ Sandra and I were horrified. Even when the captain shouted a furious warning from the bridge, they kept on fighting. Finally, he came down in person, and dragged them from the edge just before they fell overboard.


That voyage was a real adventure, and a time out of time. I remember peeling hundreds of potatoes in the galleys for the Spanish cooks. I didn’t realize I was doing their job for them. I remember an eruption of glittering flying fish, leaping at the prow in a golden sunset. At night we would sneak out of bed to watch the grown-ups dancing. The ship lit up with laughter and music and lights as it throbbed across a changing sea. From the heat of the tropics, we passed into the cooler Atlantic Ocean and sailed past Spain into the English Channel. Then, as Marmie had warned us, the temperature began to drop so much that we had to run around the decks to keep warm. Lester thought we were about to crash into an iceberg, thanks to some story he’d heard in Trinidad about the cold in England, and his agitation only increased as we got closer to Southampton.


On our last night at sea, there was a huge party which went on late into the night. The final hours on board were agonizingly slow, and it was hard to be patient. We woke up in port on the morning of the 2nd of September 1960. We all washed carefully, and put on the special arrival outfits Auntie Olive had given us. I plaited my hair and Sandra’s in a stylish way, and decorated it with ribbons, as Marmie used to do. No prince or princess could have felt better. Everyone wanted to look their best when they first set foot in England, so we emerged onto a deck crowded with luggage and people dressed to the nines. The men wore trilbies and wide-shouldered suits with baggy trousers. The women were all in hats and gloves and colourful dresses puffed out with full, starched petticoats.


The docks were bewilderingly huge – a great mass of cranes and rail containers and iron-roofed sheds, and hundreds of people, some busy working, some recently disembarked themselves or about to set off on voyages of their own, others anxiously looking for loved ones. I gripped the rail and shivered, wondering how we’d ever find Marmie.
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